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ATG Interviews Heather Joseph
Executive Director, Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC)
by	Bob Schatz  (North	American	Sales	Manager,	BioMed	Central)		<bob.schatz@biomedcentral.com>
ATG/BS:  Reviewing the past is frequently 
a good way to understand the present.  How 
about if we begin with your explaining what 
SPARC is, your role in it, and how it fits within 
the Association of Research Libraries (since 
your email ends in arl.org)?
HJ:	 	Good	 place	 to	 start!	 	SPARC	was	
founded	in	1997	as	an	initiative	of	the	Asso-
ciation of Research Libraries	 to	 address	 a	
chronic	problem	facing	the	library	community:	
the	 high	—	 and	 ever-increasing	—	 cost	 of	

























exactly	address	 this	 charge	by	attempting	 to	
introduce	new	lower-cost,	online	journals	into	
the	market	 to	 provide	 competition	 to	 some	
of	the	more	expensive	journals.		For	the	first	
several	years	of	its	existence,	SPARC	tinkered	


















ATG/BS:  When you say “optimized for 
scholars and researchers” is that defined as 
just open access?  I ask because the common 
response I get when I ask people, “What is 
SPARC?” is that it is an open access advocacy 

































ATG/BS:  It is clear that the scope of advo-
cacy at SPARC is expanding, and that’s worth 
exploring more deeply.  In the presentations 
I’ve seen by SPARC personnel about open 
educational materials, it seems that SPARC 
is taking on a more proactive role than mere 
advocacy:  promoting (and managing) the 
development of new open textbooks.  Is that a 
correct characterization?  If so, does this put 
SPARC in a more adversarial role in relation 
to “traditional” publishers? 
HJ:  It’s	 true	 that	 our	 advocacy	 around	
Open	 Educational	 Resources	 specifically	





and	 evaluating	 resources	 as	 they	 evolve,	 to	
contributing	 specific	 content.	 	While	 some	
might	feel	that	this	is	departure	in	terms	of	the	
traditional	role	of	libraries,	we	do	not.	
Libraries	 have,	 of	 course,	 always	 been	




Dozens	 of	 libraries	 have	 established	 active	











At	 the	 same	 time,	we’re	 also	 observing	
a	growing	 trend	of	 libraries	moving	 into	 the	
publishing	 space	 in	 other	ways,	with	more	













ATG/BS:  I suspect many publishers would 
say that there’s much more to managing a 
publishing enterprise than meets the eye. 
Do you think libraries appreciate the work 
involved and are prepared to take on the many 
functions required to maintain that enterprise 
at acceptable standards?  
HJ:  This	is	a	critical	point.		Having	spent	
15	years	as	a	managing	editor	and	publisher	
of	 journals,	 I	 do	 see	 that	 people	 sometimes	
underestimate	the	time	commitment	and	com-
plexities	 that	managing	 a	 robust	 publishing	
operation	 entails.	 	 I’ve	 seen	 this	 occur	with	























ATG/BS:  Having said that, it is clear 
that an increasing number of commercial 
publishers are initiating and expanding their 
open access offerings.  What impact do you 
think that has on the overall open access en-
vironment?  And as OA expands in general, 
do you see any discoverability issues affecting 
access to open access articles?  There seems 
to be some concern about that among public 
services librarians.
HJ:		Competition	is	an	indicator	of	healthy	
market,	 and	 I	 consider	 the	 addition	 of	 any	


































arly Publishers Association (OASPA),	 for	
example,	provides	a	locus	for	the	development	
of	standards	and	best	practices	in	this	arena,	




ATG/BS:  Your mention of repositories 
touches on the issue of data: its capture, 
access and curation.  I understand SPARC 
is moving more actively into issues related 
to data management.  Can you discuss what 
initiatives are developing?  I also understand 
that you’ve recently been appointed to the 
Department of Commerce’s Data Advisory 
Council.  What is that, and what role do you 
see playing in that group? 
HJ:  SPARC’s	program	areas	have	indeed	

























Advisory Council (CDAC)	 that	 you	men-
tioned	is	just	one	reflection	of	how	quickly	data	
has	moved	into	a	position	of	priority	for	policy	
makers.	 	The	Council	 is	 tasked	with	helping	









Intel	and	GE to	Code for America	and	 the	















for	 researchers	 to	 store	 and	 access	 data,	 but	




ATG/BS:  Speaking of funders, what’s 
your take on the Bill & Melinda Gates Foun-
dation decision to go from a public access 
mandate, allowing for an embargo period, for 
published research from projects it funds to 
an open access mandate, insisting on “born 
open” upon publication, in 2017?  Do you 
think this is going to put pressure on other 
funders and governmental agencies to rethink 
mandates that allow for embargo periods? 













that	 had	 been	 functioning	 for	 hundreds	 of	























ATG/BS:  So one final question.  As is 
entirely possible, what if you find yourself in 
the middle of a large lake in a rowboat with a 
researcher, an ARL librarian and a scholarly 
publisher.  What would you tell each of these 
people to expect their scholarly environments 






that	 any	of	 the	boats	 inhabitants	 are	waving	
their	oars	 threateningly	at	me,	my	answer	 is	
probably	disappointingly	non-radical.			Having	
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been	part	of	the	scholarly	communications	
community	 for	about	25	years	now,	 I	 re-
alize	 that	 change	 happens	 incrementally	
and	slowly.		There	won’t	be	one	sweeping	
piece	of	legislation	or	radical	technological	
development	 that	 changes	 the	picture	 for	
any	of	us	—	librarian,	researcher,	publisher	
—	overnight.		





made	 to	 date.	 	When	we	 look	back	over	
















journal	 publishers	 changing	models	 and	
establishing	Open	Access	 options,	 to	 be	
sure,	 but	 it’s	 also	 led	 libraries	 to	 rethink	
their	 budget	 allocations,	 and	 to	 provide	
ways	 to	 support	 these	 new	OA	 journals.	
The	pressure	 has	 led	 research	 funders	 to	
establish	new	expectations	for	what	authors	











in	 the	 rowboat	 asking	 the	question,	 “Are	





ATG/BS:  Thanks for taking the time 
to chat, Heather. 
HJ:  It	has	been	my	pleasure.		









Lots	 of	mergers,	 consolidations,	 buyouts	 have	














ProQuest (through its affiliate	Bowker) has 
acquired Palo Alto-based	SIPX creator	of	a	digital	
course	materials	solution	that	addresses	a	variety	of	
copyright	 and	 cost,concerns	 for	 universities.	  De-
veloped	from	Stanford University	 research,	SIPX	
